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Simmons pleads guilty
by Brad Jenkins
news editor
Former JMU student Brent Simmons
entered an Alford plea of guilty yesterday to the 1996 murders of two JMU
students.
Former JMU students Ann Olson, 25
and Keith O'Connell, 23, were each
shot twice in the head Oct. 12, 199« at
O'Connell's 230 N. High Street apartment.
Simmons, who was scheduled to be
retried beginning May 7, entered into a
plea agreement with the prosecution.
He" pleaded guilty to two counts of second-degree murder, and will serve 20
years in prison with no parole if Rockingham County Court Judge Porter
Graves accepts the plea bargain.
Simmons was originally charged
with one count each of capital murder
and first degree and two counts of
using a firearm in the commission of
murder. But as a result of the Alford
plea of guilty, the latter two charges
were dropped. Under the original
charges, Simmons could have faced the
death penalty if convicted by a jury.
The agreed sentence says Simmons
will serve 20 years in prison for each of
the murders, but the sentences will be
served concurrently. According to Virginia law, Simmons' sentence could be
reduced up to three years for good
behavior.
Graves still has to approve the agreement. A hearing is scheduled for June 5
to discuss sentencing.
"After having discussed this matter
with my attorneys, I do freely, intelligently and voluntarily enter my pleas .
. . of guilty," Simmons stated in the
plea written agreement.
In an Alford plea of guilt, the defendant acknowledges that the Commonwealth's evidence is sufficient to create
a substantial likelihood of conviction.
The plea agreement was a "rather
sudden development," Commonwealth
Attorney Douglas Stark said. "It represents a compromise between the
defense and the prosecution."
John Holloran, Simmons' defense
attorney, declined to comment.
No new evidence surfaced for the
second trial, Stark said. "Although no
judicial resolution of this case can
address the tragedy of this offense for
the families of the victims, it is hoped
that this plea agreement will begin the

process of closure, both for the victims'
families and for our community," he
said.
Both Olson's and O'Connell's families were notified about the plea agreement, Stark said. When asked if they
support the agreement, Stark said he
hadn't personally spoken with the families. The families couldn't be reached
for comment.
Simmons' first trial ended in a mistrial because the jury deadlocked 7-5
and couldn't decide Simmons' guilt or
innocence.
During the first trial, defense attorneys Holloran and David Walsh repeatedly disputed the evidence in the case,
saying it was mostly circumstantial.
But Stark said the plea agreement
was a "tribute to the untold hours of
professional dedication that have been
invested in this case by the investigators, officers and personnel of the Harrisonburg Police Department."
Yesterday's court session was supposed to be a routine one, in which
both sides were set to discuss the jury
selection process for the retrial.

FILE PHOTOS

Commonwealth Attorney Douglas Stark (top) announces from Ms office yesterday
that Brent Simmons entered an Alford plea of guilty to the murders of Ann Olson
and Keith O'Connell. Simmons (bottom left) was scheduled to be retried May 7.
Orson and O'Connell (bottom right) were murdered Oct. 12,1996.
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SIMMONS PLEADS GUILTY: REACTION/ HISTORY

Students, victim's friends
react to Simmons' plea
by Claire Gabriel
contributing writer
The news of Brent-Simmons'
Alford plea of guilt produced
mixed emotions among JMU students and faculty.
Some members of the JMU
community said they are relieved
about the plea agreement; others
expressed disappointment and
anger. But many are relieved to
find resolution.
"It's nice that [the case is]
resolved," said Steven Fairchild,
professor of early childhood education. "But it isn't really because
[the families of Ann Olson and
Keith O'Connell] are still going to
suffer."
Fairchild taught Olson, who
was pursuing a teaching certificate in early childhood education
at the time of her death.
O'Connell was a senior international business major at the of
his death. He was a member of
Kappa Alpha Order, a social fraternity.
Members of KA said they are
concerned because Simmons

entered an Alford plea of guilty.
"I was upset that [the charges
were) lowered to second degree
murder, but it should make the
case go smoother," said senior
Andrew Lafiosca, one of
O'Connell's fraternity brothers.
Simmons entered an Alford
plea of guilty, which means the
defendant acknowledges that the
Commonwealth's evidence is
sufficient to create a substantial
likelihood of conviction upon
these indictments at a trial,
according to Simmons' Rockingham
County Circuit Court disposition.
Rodney Roberts, a KA member, said, "The way things were
going with this case, I thought
Simmons was going to get off all
together."
Senior Doug Kirby, a KA
member said, "For me, justice
would have been capital punishment — we'll see what happens. I
don't think 20 years — if mat's
what he gets — will be enough.
"Although, I would want
basically whatever the families
wanted — and if they would
rather have the second degree
charges than go through the trial
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FILE PHOTO
Members of the JMU community placed a paper chain around bushes by Roop Hall In October, 1996
to remember Ann Olson and Keith O'Connell. Yesterday, JMU students and faculty reacted to
Simmons' Alford plea of guilty to two counts of second-degree murder.
again, then I agree," Kirby said.
The families of Olson and
OConnell were both unavailable
for
comment
yesterday.
Simmons' family was also not
available for comment.
Simmons could officially be

sentenced as early as June 5. He
will appear in Harrisonburg
Circuit Court with his attorneys,
John Holloran and David Waish
on that date to discuss sentencing.
Many members of the JMU

community said they have been
following Simmons' trial closely.
Senior L. T. Sears, said, "After
watchir.g bV whole trial, [yesterday's announcement] was shocking because the defense had a
strong case."

It all began on Oct. 12,1996
by Kelly L. Hannon
senior writer
On the night of Oct. 11, 1996,
two JMU students, Ann Olson
and Keith O'Connell, finished
their late-night Friday shifts at
Spanky's, a local restaurant,
before retiring to O'Connell's 230
N. High St. apartment, according
to the Oct. 14, 1996 issue of The
Breeze. They were both shot in
the head early the next morning.
Following their deaths, Brent
K. Simmons, a 1996 graduate of
the JMU and Ann Olson 's former boyfriend, was rumored to
be a suspect, according to the
Oct. 17, 19% issue of 77K- Breeze.
although the Harrisonburg Police
Department had not yet named
any suspects.
Olson had filed charges

against Simmons, a former JMU
biology major and graduate,
alleging assault and battery on
July 8, 1996. According to
Harrisonburg court records,
Olson stated that Simmons
threw her down twice on July 3,
and had threatened her current
boyfriend, O'Connell. Olson also
filed charges against Simmons
for property damage, and
Simmons later admitted throwing a rock through the window of
Olson's vehicle. Olson later
dropped all charges against him.
An article in the Jan 16. issue
of The Breeze reported that HPD
had ruled out all other suspects
except Brent Simmons in the
homicide of Ann Olson and
Keith O'Connell. Police had
served sealed search warrants in
Carlisle, Pa., on Simmons' home,
vehicle, and person in an attempt

OCT. 12,1996
2:30 a.m. Prosecutors fay Ann OUon and Keith
O'Connell were killed.
5:05 a.m. Police respond to complaint by a friend
of the victims who found Olson and O'Connell
dead in O'Connell's 230 N. High St. apartment.
Both victims were shot twice in the bead. There
was no sign of forced entry or struggle.
OCT. 23, 1996
JMU holds memorial
service at Wilson Hall for
Olson and O'Connell.

to gather concrete evidence
against him. Another search
warrant delivered to Simmons'
sister's home, Tammy Simmons,
in Frederick, Md., was not sealed.
According to that search warrant,
it was discovered that Simmons
owned a semi-automatic weapon
with a caliber consistent to the
weapon used to kill Olson and
O'Connell.
On April 22, 1997, Simmons
was arrested under a warrant
issued by Rockingham County,
charging him with capital murder and first-degree murder and
two counts of using a firearm in
the commission of murder,
according to the April 24, 1997
issue of 77K Breeze.
A Rockingham County Court
Circuit grand jury handed down
indictments for Simmons on
April 21, 1997. Simmons was

JAN. 16, 1997
Harrisonburg Police announce Simmons
is the only suspect in the case.

APRIL 22, 1997
Simmons is arrested in Ohio and brought to
Rockingham County Jail, where he presently
remains.

3 OCT. 25-26, 1996
Harrisonburg Police file warrants and
search Brent Simmons' person, vehicle and
residence. Simmons is a former JMU
student and ex-boyfriend of Olson's.

PHOTO COURTESY OF THE DAILY NEWS-RECORD
Ann Olson's and Keith O'Connell's parents watch the proceedings
during Brent Simmons' first trial in January, 1998. That trial ended
in a mistrial on February 4,1998.
arraigned and formally charged
with the murders of Olson and
O'Connell, and was placed in
Rockingham County Jail, according to the Aug. 25 issue of The
Breeze. Simmons was appointed
several defense attorneys, John

Holloran and David Walsh, for
representation. Commonwealth
Attorney Douglas Stark was chosen to represent the prosecution,
and stated in court documents
that he was seeking the death
penalty for Simmons.

AUG. 13,1997
DNA tests reveal Simmons' blood didn't match Mood
stains at the murder scene.
8 AUG. 21, 1997
A witness who reportedly saw a vehicle similar
to Simmons' white Chevy Blazer fails to pick
Simmons in a police lineup.

9

, 6 AUG. 8,1997
Commonwealth Attorney Douglas Stark announces be
will seek the death penalty for Simmons. He said
Simmons' "conduct In committing the offense was
outrageously or wantonly vile, horrible or Inhuman.'*

JAN. 22, 1998
Jury selection begins in Simmons trial
The Jury consists of 11 women and five
men, ranging In age from 29 to 60.
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Key players in the Brent Simmons murder trial

John Hallo ran
Co-defense attorney.
Court-appointed
attorney for Simmons

Douglas Stark
Commonwealth's Attorney.
Asked to be dismissed from
the case April 15. Judge
Graves denies the request.
Announced Simmons' plea
in court yesterday.

judge Porter R. Graves
Rockingham
CSrcuit Court
Judge.

Keith O'Conndi
JMU senior studying
InteraatioMl Business.
Member of Kappa Alpha Order.
Dating Ann Olson » the time of
the murders.
• idHedOctoberl2,1996.

Brest Simmons
1996JMUgraduiite,
Arrested April 22,1997.
FB« trial ended in a ramg jury Feb.
4,1998.
Eratred an Alford plea of guilty indie
murdascf Ohontni QOiatf yttK***.

AnnCMaxw
1995 JMU graduate. Special student
^studying for* teaching certificate.
Simmons' ■ format girlfriend
Dating Keith O'CdtwtelJ at the
time of tee murders
Killed October 12,1996.

David Walsh
Co- d*rne attorney.
Ctourt-appointed
attorney for SimmonS+-^

Legal expert calls outcome 'not unusual'
by Katheryn Lenker
news editor

_

Robert Roberts, a JMU political
sewnee professor and legal commentator, said that he thought
Brent Simmons' plea was a reasonable conclusion to the case
that has already ended in a mistrial once.
"(Given the] highly circumstantial nature of the case, that
they had a hung jury once and
they didn't seem to have any new
evidence, then it was probably a
good arrangement that they
reached," Roberts said.
Brent Simmons' trial ended in
a mistrial on Feb. 4 when the jury
told the court it was hopelessly
deadlocked. Simmons was
charged with one count of capital
murder, one count of first degree
murder and two counts of using
a firearm in commission of murder in relation to the October 12,
1996 murders of Ann Olson, 25,
and Keith O'Connell, 23.
Roberts said he doesn't think
Simmons would be acquitted in a
second trial, and he thinks a second trial would've ended in a
mistrial.
"(It was] simply a case... that

was a largely circumstantial case
and circumstantial cases are very
difficult to get capital one convictions on. And therefore, for a
number of reasons, [yesterday's
outcome] was probably a fairly
good outcome to a bad situation," he said.
Roberts said Harrisonburg
Police can't be faulted for not
finding more evidence or the
Commonwealth's Attorney for
accepting a plea bargain. He said
it wasn't uncommon for cases
like this to be plea-bargained.
Many people expect real-life
court cases to be perfect, like
those shown on television, he
said. "I think we misconceive circumstantial evidence,. .. there is
a problem today with how we
perceive trials," Roberts said.
"We are unduly influenced by
television where we have a clear
winner or loser. We rarely have a
perfect case."
Most people don't know that
they can convict a defendant
beyond a reasonable doubt on
circumstantial evidence, Roberts
said. To do that a jury must
determine that no one else but
the defendant could have committed the crime, he said. He said
that it is difficult for a jury to do

[0 JAN. 26-30.1998
Prosecution witnesses testify. Prosecutors
present a case that alleges Simmons
committed the murders at 2:30 a.m. Oct. 12,
1996 while on his way to Maryland from
Florida. Prosecutors afao present evidence
that Simmons allegedly threatened
O'ConnefJ, telling him to "watch his back."
U

that, and that can lead to a prosecutor offering a lesser sentence to
persuade the defendant to plead
guilty.
Roberts wouldn't comment on
the sentence in this case, he said
that a 20-year sentence for second
degree murder is not out of line.
The families of Olson and
O'Connell could file a civil suit
against Simmons, but Roberts
says that's unlikely because he
has no assets. Simmons' family
could not be held financially
responsible in the suit because

Simmons is over 18 years old,
Roberts said.
Simmons is scheduled to
appear in court for a pre-sentencing hearing June 5. Roberts said
Simmons is required to make a
statement about the crimes, but
it's not known to what degree he
will go into detail. Roberts said
the degree of the discussion is up
to an agreement between the
commonwealth's attorney and
the defense attorneys.
Rockingham Circuit Court
Judge Porter Graves must

CAPITAL MURDER
Premeditated and especially heinous murder. Examples
include killing a police officer, rape or murder.

FIRST- DEGREE MURDER
Has some elements of premeditation, but not as much
as capital murder.

SECOND-DEGREE MURDER
Person intended to kill but with mitigating circumstances.
Associated with less premeditation, usually used in
domestic cases.
Source: Robert Roberts

12 FEB. 4,1998
Jury announces it's deadlocked and
Rockingham County Circuit Court Judge
Porter Graves declares a mistrial. The Jury
deadlocked in a 7-5 vote to acquit. Simmons
to sent back to Jalt to awaH a re-trial.

FEB. 2,1998
The defense calls witnesses who dispute
prosecution's claims. They argue the evidence
is circumstantial and there is no physical
evidence Hnking Simmons to the murders. The
defense also claims Harrisonbuig Police made
a rush to Judgement mimrJicaflngSlmwons.

13

FEB. 6,1998
Graves announces Simmons' new trial will begin
May 14. He then moves the date to May 7.

approve the plea agreement. Simmons entered an Alford plea of
guilt, which states the the defendant agrees the court has enough
evidence to convict him, but
doesn't admit guilt.
Simmons' proposed sentence
is two 20-year terms to be served
concurrently. He could receive
up 3 years off his sentence fo*w
good behavior. But this is contingent upon Graves accepting the
Alford pleas of guilt
Roberts said the Department
of Corrections and Probation will
prepare a report to present to the
court. It will cover Simmons'
background, any history of violent behavior and any factors in
his favor.
This report will help Graves
decide to accept or deny Simmons' plea agreement.
The report will help Graves
decide if Simmons is a threat to
society and recommend what
level correctional facility he
should be placed in, Roberts said.
The correctional facility will also
keep this report on file.
Roberts said Simmons' life history could be included in the
report. Simmons' college degree
and job history could speak in his
favor in the report.

15 APRIL 30,1998
Simmons pleads guilty to second-degree murder
charges and could serve 20 years In prison,
pending Graves' approval.
■

14 APRIL 15, 1998
Graves denies Start's request to be dismissed as
prosecutor. Stark wanted attorneys with more
experience to prosecute the case. Graves says he
has no legal ground to dismiss Stark.
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SIMMONS PLEADS GUILTY: REPRINTED ARTICLES

Two JMU students found murdered
by Kristen Hefas
senior writer
This story was originally printed
in the Oct. U, 1996 issue of The
Breeze.
Two JMU students were
found dead with gunshot
wounds Saturday night at an
apartment at 230 N. High St.
The victims, JMU students
Ann M. Olson, 23, a white
female, and Keith J. O'Connell,
23, a white male, were found
-dead at O'Connell's apartment
when Harrisonburg police officers arrived at the scene, according to a Harrisonburg Police
Department press release.
Harrisonburg police officers
responded to a complaint by a
friend of one of the victims at 5:05
p.m. Saturday. The friend called
the police after finding the victims dead in O'Connell's apartment, Lt. Al McDormaj* said at a
press conference Sunday.
Harrisonburg police determined the crime is a double
homicide, McDorman said.
McDorman would only say
the victims were killed "some
hours before they were found."
The time arid cause of death will
be determined by the Medical
Examiners' Office in Roanoke.

It is undetermined whether
one or more person committed
the crime, McDorman said.
Harrisonburg police "wouldn't
want to speculate ... this early in
the investigation" whether the
victims knew the suspect or suspects who killed them, he said.
When asked if Harrisonburg
police are pursuing any leads or
have any suspects in mind,
McDorman said, "We have a
direction that we're pursuing. We
just don't want to comment at
this point so we're not jeopardizing the investigation."
Olson was a special student in
English. O'Connell was a senior
international business major and
a member of Kappa Alpha Order,
a social fraternity.
Olson graduated from JMU in
May 1995, but as as a special student, she attended classes at JMU
to obtain her teacher's certification. She resided with a
Harrisonburg family.
Sheri Bradley, a senior psychology major, met Olson in her
early childhood education
teacher's certification program
this fall. "She was really caring
for other people and willing to do
things for other people," Bradley
said. "She was a great student.
She was carefree. She didn't
waste time worrying."

According to a Kappa Alpha
press release, O'Connell transferred to JMU in the fall of 1994
after attending Valley Forge
Military
Academy
in
Pennsylvania and the United
States Air Force Academy in
Colorado.
"To the men of Kappa Alpha
Order, Keith will always be
remembered as a dedicated
brother and gentleman. To his
friends, he will be remembered
as a smiling face, a kind heart
and an easy laugh, and his spirit
will not soon be forgotten by
those he touched," the press
release stated.
Olson and O'Connell had
been working at Spanky's
Delicatessen on Water Street for
more than two and one-half
years, said Kurt Hakala, a manager at the restaurant.
Spanky's manager Kevin
Lombard said the two met while
working at Spanky's and had
been dating for at least two
months, according to the
Associated Press.
Junior Max Finazzo, a KA
member, said Kappa Alpha
brothers found out about
O'Connell and Olson's deaths
when an alumnus called the
Kappa Alpha fraternity house
around 8 p.m. Saturday. Finazzo
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Olson and O'Connell were found murdered at this apartment on 230
N. High St. This is where O'Connell lived at the time of their deaths.
said he does not know how the relations at JMU, commented on
alumnus received information on behalf of the university. "It certainly is a great tragedy ... We
the deaths.
Kappa Alpha was hosting a just hope whoever did this is
mixer at the time but quickly dis- apprehended."
McDorman said the victims'
banded the get-together after
families were notified by noon
receiving the news.
Fred Hilton, director of media Sunday.

Simmons charged with October homicides
by Courtney A. Crowley
senior writer
This story was originally y printed in the
April 24,1997 issue of The Breeze.
The prime suspect in the homicides of
former JMU students Ann Olson and
Keith O'Connell was arrested Tuesday in
Maple Heights, Ohio.
Brent Simmons, a July 1996 JMU graduate and Olson's ex-boyfriend, was taken
into custody by the Maple Heights Police
Department. Warrants from Rockingham
County charge him with one count each of
capital murder and first-degree murder,
and two counts of using a firearm in the
commission of murder.
Simmons' arrest comes six months after
——4he Oct. 12 homicides, in which both victims were shot twice in the head. The
arrest is the result of a methodical investigation conducted by Harrisonburg Police
Department, in which many pieces of evidence fell into place, Sgt. Richard Sites,
HPD press media relations officer, said
Wednesday.
"We had hundreds of pieces of evidence and each piece is a small piece of the
puzzle," he said. "Without a complete
puzzle, we couldn't make an arrest."
p—Jfc Because the crimes were committed in
Harrisonburg and Simmons was arrested
in Ohio, he will appear in court before
Common Pleas Judge Nancy Russo this
morning to face extradition.
"Gov. George Allen will ask [Ohio Gov.
George Voinovich] to extradite Simmons,"
Harrisonburg Commonwealth Attorney
— Douglas Stark said. There is a slight chance

Simmons will waive extradition, in which
case, he will not fight the extradition proceedings.
Stark said he is confident Simmons will
be extradited to Harrisonburg, where he
will stand trial in Rockingham County
Circuit.
A Rockingham County Circuit Court
grand jury handed down indictments for
Simmons Monday, but they were sealed at
the request of Stark. Stark requested the
court seal the indictments because he
thought Simmons might be a flight risk.
But now that Simmons is being detained in
the Cuyahoga County Jail in Ohio, Stark
said he will appear in court this morning
to request the indictments be opened.
Officials at the Cuyahoga County Jail said
Simmons was unavailable to comment at
this time.
When reached at her home in Carlisle,
Pa., Simmons' mother said she would not
comment at this time.
Because Simmons is charged with capital murder in addition to first-degree murder and weapons charges, he could face
the death penalty if convicted. Stark said
capital murder and first-degree murder
are both classified as premeditated, but
only capital murder is punishable by
death. When asked if the Commonwealth
will seek capital punishment, though,
Stark said he will not comment until after
today's hearing.
Kevin Grunkenmeyer, president of
Kappa Alpha Order, said, "We're glad to
see this has been taken to the next step, to
see someone finally arrested. We're anxious for this to get to trial."
Stark said he doesn't know when the

trial will begin because the extradition
hearing hasn't even taken place yet.
John Ischinger was a friend of Olson
and O'Connell. He is an employee of
Spanky's Restaurant, where bom worked.
"We realize this will be a long, drawn out
waiting period," he said. "But we're hoping this is one step in a big process that
will help bring closure."
The last piece of the Simmons puzzle
fell into place for investigators three weeks
ago when an unidentified Harrisonburg
man came forward and told police he saw
a man fitting Simmons' description near
O'Connell's apartment at 230 N. High St
about 2:30 a.m. Oct. 12. Police believe
Olson and OConnell were killed between
2:30 and 3 a.m. Oct 12.
The witness, the third to come forward
in this case, also said he saw a vehicle
about a block away from O'Connell's
apartment that fit the description of
Simmons' white, 1991 Chevrolet Blazer.
The same witness also reported seeing
a man fitting Simmons' description getting
into the vehicle between 2:30 and 3 a.m.
Oct. 12.
In the April 3 issue of The Breeze,
Harper said, "It's a [break] we're hoping
for. We feel there are other [witnesses! out
there who have information who we hope
to see come forward. I'm glad to see this."
The third witness was a break for police
because his statements validated the earlier statement of another witness who
reportedly saw Simmons' Blazer near the
Port Republic Road exit on Interstate 81
close to the time of the homicides.
Following the development, HPD
Chief Donald Harper said, "We are very

confident we will make an arrest in this
case. It's safe to say this is one of things
that brings us closer to an arrest."
Sites said the latest witness did aid the
move to arrest Simmons. But he stressed
the importance of the whole puzzle.
"We're not basing [Simmons'] arrest on
just the last witness," he said. "If you take
any of the other pieces away, the puzzle
would be incomplete."
Simmons has been the focal point of
HPD's investigation since October, and
they believe they solved the case. HPD
obtained a search warrant for Simmons'
Carlisle home and Blazer late in October.
Sites said police also searched his residence
in Ohio. HPD kept close tabs on Simmons,
and HPD knew where to find him and
when they needed to make the arrest.
"Basically, right now, as far as looking
for other suspects, [Simmons] was our
prime suspect/'Sites said. "With the arrest,
we feel that we apprehended the person
involved. But you can never stop an investigation before the case is closed officially
[by the courts]."
Olson and O'Connell were members of
both the Harrisonburg and JMU communities, and their deaths sent Shockwaves
through the area in October. JMU held a
memorial service for the slain students
Oct. 23 in Wilson Hall. Speaker included
JMU President Ronald Carrier and friends
of both Olson and O'Connell.
Fred Hilton, director of media relations,
said, "We hoped a resolution would be
reached in this case because this upset
everybody in the JMU community. [Olson
and O'Connell] were two very fine young
people."

